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Retiring the Crow Rate: A Narrative of Political Management. By Arthur Kroeger. Edmonton: University of
Alberta Press, 2009. xiv + 260 pp. Figures, photographs,
notes, index. $34.95 paper.
It was the Crowsnest Pass Agreement in 1897 between
the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) and the federal government that came to establish the freight rate structure
for export grain. When the rates were made statutory
in 1925 they remained fixed until 1983, when the Western Grain Transportation Act (WGTA) replaced the
Crowsnest Pass Agreement.
The fixed-rail freight rate generally provided sufficient revenues for the two major railways, the CPR
and the Canadian National Railway (CNR), to develop
a network of branch lines of over 19,000 miles of track
designed for horse and wagon technology. After 1960,
when rail costs of moving grain exceeded the revenues,
the two railways refused to maintain and upgrade the rail
transportation system. At first the federal government
with provincial government help provided subsidies to
offset the railways’ losses and maintain the rail system.
But by the mid-1970s the federal government, believing
it could no longer continue to subsidize an overbuilt and
inefficient rail system where freight rates were fixed, set
in motion a series of studies and task forces eventually
leading to a new set of rail transportation policies that
affected freight rates and the rail network. It is the story
of how the Crow Rate was changed that Arthur Kroeger
recounts in this informative, entertaining, and often humorous book.
Arthur Kroeger, known as the “Dean of Deputy
Ministers,” served as Deputy Minister under Transport
Minister Jean-Luc Pepin. The team of Pepin and Kroeger
formulated and conducted the process of negotiation
with the key players, railways, farm organizations, and
governments that led to the WGTA.
Although much has been written about the events of
this period (1980–1983), this book provides a different
and fresh perspective, one from the inside. Kroeger offers
readers insight into the inner workings of government
where a new policy is being developed and new legislation enacted. His narrative provides an understanding of
the people involved, and the political, social, and economic culture of this part of the Great Plains. He recounts
the divisiveness of the main farm organizations and
provincial governments over the Crow Rate structure, a
fixed rate that had penalized the livestock and processing
sectors on the prairies. One learns how the compromises
were made and the process by which a final consensus
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was reached to formulate a new transportation policy
and legislation. We are told of the ambivalence of Prime
Minister Pierre Trudeau to the Crow Rate issue. Given the
current concentration of power in the Prime Minister’s
office, this was an era when ministers were given a long
leash to develop and formulate policy and legislation.
Readers should look carefully for the author’s biases and
decide if these affected the eventual outcome.
The book essentially ends with the passage of the
WGTA, which came into force January 1, 1984, with only
a few notes regarding what happened afterwards. It is
unfortunate that Kroeger ended where he did as the issue
of how to pay the $675 million Crow Benefit subsidy, a
key component of the Act, is an important aspect of the
transformation of the grain transportation and handling
system in Western Canada. But this took place in the
1990s, and both Kroeger and Pepin had moved on—Pepin
out of government and Kroeger to be Deputy Minister
elsewhere. Gary Storey, Department of Agricultural
Economics, Emeritus, University of Saskatchewan.
Just One Vote: From Jim Walding’s Nomination
to Constitutional Defeat. By Ian Stewart. Winnipeg:
University of Manitoba Press, 2009. xii + 282 pp. Maps,
tables, illustrations, appendices, notes, bibliography, index. $26.95 paper.
This story is almost Shakespearean in its dramatic
proportions. It includes an overly ambitious politician
frustrated by his leader’s refusal to make him a cabinet
minister, an even more ambitious politician’s wife pushing him beyond his abilities and fostering his bitterness,
and a government leader faced with a difficult colleague
whose actions brought down the government, led to the
leader’s resignation, and almost destroyed a political
party.
Just One Vote is a welcome addition to the already
significant Canadian literature on the New Democratic
Party of Manitoba. The attention paid to this subject
reflects the party’s democratic socialist ideology and its
domination of provincial politics for much of the past 40
years, including Manitoba’s current government.
Jim Walding, the main character of the story Ian
Stewart tells, was first elected in a by-election in 1971.
Appointed Speaker of the legislature more than a decade
later, his actions prevented the government of Premier
Howard Pawley from pushing ahead, in 1983 and 1984,
with a constitutional package that would have recognized
the legal equality of the French and English languages.
Walding allowed the Conservative opposition to block
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the government’s package, in part because he personally
opposed its proposals.
In 1988, no longer Speaker, Walding’s vote in the
legislature was enough to bring down the Pawley government by one vote and force an election. Held at an
inopportune time for the NDP, midway through its term
in office, the election resulted in the party’s decimation.
Stewart also suggests that the defeat of the Pawley government may have led in 1990 to the defeat of the Meech
Lake Accord, the federal government’s attempt to accommodate Quebec’s demands within the Canadian
federation.
Just One Vote is well written, even when Stewart
takes the reader deep into the world of micropolitics
when, in 1986, Walding held onto his own seat and
won the party’s nomination by only one vote. He really
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doesn’t answer the question, however, of why the Premier and his senior ministers and officials were unable
to manage Walding more effectively, either by finding a
way of removing him from the legislature or by offering
him something that would ensure his vote.
Stewart does address an issue that has continued to
haunt Manitoba politics. In voting against his own party
and government, was Walding bought off by the Conservatives or their supporters? The author concludes he
wasn’t bought off, but voted against his own government
because of a combination of ill health, bitterness over not
being chosen for a cabinet post, bitterness over almost
being denied the NDP nomination in his own riding, and
the animosity shown him during and after his term as
Speaker. James A. McAllister, Department of Political
Science, Brandon University.
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